II
THE SOCIAL BASES
The Peasants
t
he first general elections to the first Chamber of Deputies
of the Third Republic were held in February 1876. Gam-
betta toured the provinces of France in a whirlwind campaign
of speech-making, and everywhere he found large and enthusi-
astic audiences. Here is his own description of them, written at
the time to Juliette Adam.
Everybody comes as he likes, there are more than 3,000 people,
and I am made to get up on an improvised platform. Here, indeed,
is the audience I love—workmen, peasants, ordinary folk, whose
natural generosity and common sense have not been changed by
their contact with civilization. It is they I am fighting for. . . . But
we had to leave Orange, and I thought for a moment that we wouldn't
get out, so large, dense and enthusiastic was the crowd pressing round
us. We had to shake hands all round, and only after a thousand
speeches were we given a free passage, and not until we had been
loaded with blessings and flowers.. .. We gallop on through the love-
liest villages, and everywhere people run out, for the women and
children know my name and connect it with the Republic. Peasants
leave the fields and come to stop our carriage, seeking news of the
rest of France. They go away with light step and moist eyes, when
they learn that in three days France, the real France, will be free.1
That Gambetta did not exaggerate popular enthusiasm for
either the Republic or his own leadership was proved by the
election results. There was a Republican Left-wing majority of
nearly two-thirds. Yet these same peasants, only five years
before, had elected a National Assembly of which two-thirds
were Monarchists. The most significant event of the years
1871-76 was not the definition and establishment of France's
1 L. Gambetta: Lettres, 1868-81 (edited Halevy et Pillias) (1938),
Letter 269. Cf. Daniel Halevy: La Rfyublique des Dues (1937), pp.
214-20.
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